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ABSTRACT

While there is a considerable range of academic literature on affective polarisation 
regarding the United States, interest in the previously largely ignored European context 
has multiplied in the last decade. This paper aims to delve into the two main dimensions of 
affective polarisation. First, the individual dimension refers to the political discourse and 
the relationship between individuals and political elites. Second, the institutional dimension 
is related to the irruption of multiparty systems. The results highlight that the atomisation 
of the political spectrum renders the study of animosity even more complex. Our research 
leads us to conclude that, despite the advances, it is necessary to carry out an in-depth 
analysis of affective polarisation, especially into its effects on the quality of institutions. By 
unleashing confrontations between individuals and parties, affective polarisation results 
in the postponement of key policies that require broad parliamentary consensus.

Keywords: Affective polarisation, multiparty system, partisanship, political speech, 
political consensus.

RESUMEN

Aunque existe un amplio espectro de literatura académica acerca de la cuestión de la 
polarización afectiva en Estados Unidos, en la última década ha proliferado el interés por 
el contexto europeo. Este trabajo pretende profundizar en las dos principales dimensiones 
de la polarización afectiva. En primer lugar, la dimensión individual, referida al discurso 
político y a la relación entre individuos y élites políticas. En segundo lugar, la dimensión 
institucional, relacionada con la irrupción de los sistemas multipartidistas. Los resultados 

https://doi.org/10.22325/fes/res.2024.206
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2296-8808
mailto:gonrommar@alum.us.es
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8753-1562
mailto:mcaraba@us.es
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9505-7573
mailto:cmerchan@us.es
https://doi.org/10.22325/fes/res.2024.206
https://doi.org/10.22325/fes/res.2024.206
mailto:gonrommar@alum.us.es


Individual and institutional dimensions of affective polarisation: A proposal for an analytical 
framework

2
RES n.º 33 (1) (2024) a206. pp. 1-27. ISSN: 1578-2824

INTRODUCTION

In February 2021, Mario Draghi arrived in Rome from Frankfurt to head the Italian 
government in a moment of political instability. From the very beginning, he was 
regarded across the whole continent as a breath of fresh air in Italian politics (Capano 
& Sandri, 2022). He was perceived as the right president to manage the COVID-19 crisis 
recovery due to his long institutional career heading the European Central Bank and his 
vast knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of the Italian political and economic 
scenario (Marangoni & Kreppel, 2022). It is undeniable that Italy’s future was largely 
dependent on how the EU’s COVID recovery plan (NGEU) would be managed, and hence, 
part of Italian society and the European institutions relied on this ageing technocrat for 
such a crucial task (Cotta & Domorenok, 2022). However, Draghi’s national leadership 
faded within few months. His technocrat government, which provided stability in such 
a decisive situation, was incapable of mitigating the frequent turbulences in the Italian 
parliament (di Mascio et al., 2022). In the latest national elections, Draghi was substituted 
by a far-right coalition government, which has perpetuated short and unproductive 
legislatures in which populist speeches and lack of consensus prevail over political 
dialogue and the idea of a cohesive Italy at such a critical time (Newell, 2022).

The Italian situation is just one example of how ephemeral public leadership can 
become (Romero-Martín et al., 2023). In this respect, Klein (2020) and Boxell et al. (2022) 
highlight that the volatility and ineffectiveness of contemporary politics are symptoms 
of a deeper social and political phenomenon known as ‘affective polarisation’. Affective 
polarisation (AP) can be understood from a dual perspective. On one hand, AP refers 
to the expression of animosity towards opposing partisans, materialised as a lack 
of sympathy in regard to those who show a different ideology in opposition to one’s 
partisans -i.e., out-group polarisation-. On the other hand, AP also refers to the sense of 
belonging to a party, materialised as an emotional affinity towards one’s partisans -i.e., 
in-group polarisation- (Torcal & Carty, 2022). 

From a historical point of view, the concept of AP has been extensively applied to the 
social and political situation of the United States since the publication of Brody & Page 
(1973), Tajfel & Turner (1979), and Miller et al. (1986). Nevertheless, studies, such as those 
by Lauka et al. (2018), Westwood et al. (2018), Reiljan (2020), Gidron et al. (2020), Areal 
(2022), Bettarelli et al. (2022), and Bradley & Chauchard (2022), have recently delved into 
the rise of social division and animosity in other socio-economic scenarios beyond the 
United States. Furthermore, relevant efforts have been made in national contexts to 
offer an updated database to delve into the roots of AP. In this respect, recent surveys 
conducted in this field in Spain deserve mention (CEMOP, 2021; CEMOP, 2022).

As Chambers et al. (2013) and Iyengar & Westwood (2015) indicate, partisan prejudice 
has even overtaken racial prejudice in today’s society, which depicts a contemporary 
social issue that requires further exploration (Kingzette et al., 2021; Martherus et 
al., 2019; Freidin et al., 2022). Related to this issue, Druckman et al. (2022) state that 

muestran cómo la atomización del espectro político conlleva que el estudio de la 
animosidad sea aún más complejo. El presente trabajo nos lleva a concluir que, a pesar de 
los avances, es necesario continuar profundizando en el análisis de la polarización afectiva, 
especialmente en sus efectos sobre la calidad de las instituciones ya que, al desencadenar 
enfrentamientos entre individuos y entre partidos, se acaban postergando políticas clave 
que requieren amplios consensos parlamentarios.

Palabras clave: Polarización afectiva, sistema multipartidista, partidismo, discurso 
político, consenso político.
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the effects of AP remain underestimated and can lead to a situation of institutional 
deadlock since policy measures that need ample parliamentary support are postponed 
due to the fact that political consensus remains impossible (Wagner, 2021). This lack of 
consensus depicts an underlying social problem that threatens community boundaries 
and, consequently, the quality and success of our institutions (Kingzette et al., 2021).

Hence, the phenomenon of AP should be debated at greater length, beyond merely 
the US situation. Consequently, the theoretical framework should be strengthened in 
order to better understand the roots of this phenomenon (Bradley & Chauchard, 2022). In 
this respect, while Iyengar et al. (2012) refer to the fact that AP is a natural consequence 
of the feeling of partisan group identification, other authors highlight that AP can be 
explained by personal and institutional features (Lelkes & Westwood, 2017; Ward & 
Tavits, 2019; Reiljan, 2020; Wagner, 2021). Therefore, the aforementioned statement 
drives a shift in the way that studies on AP are oriented and new research areas are 
propored when explaining the current rise of animosity towards political dissidence.

In this respect, the aim of this paper is to delve into the main theoretical and empirical 
studies on AP, which have been categorised into two core dimensions: on the one hand, 
the individual dimension, which corresponds to people’s disaffection with political 
elites and the effect of the political discourse in the rise of animosity; on the other hand, 
the institutional dimension, linked to the irruption of multiparty systems. This study 
contributes towards a better understanding of the phenomenon of AP and suggests a 
critical and analytical framework for future researchers in the field. The current paper 
can therefore be useful for social researchers who need a clear and holistic approach 
towards exploring the current development of AP. 

Regarding the structure of this article, following this introduction, the following 
section summarises the methodology of this article. To this end, a systematic 
review method is utilised in order to compile and interpret the heterogeneous and 
multidisciplinary research literature on this topic. Accordingly, the results obtained 
are analysed and interpreted. Thereupon, we focus on the analysis of the main studies 
of AP that shed light on the individual dimension of this phenomenon and present an 
analytical diagram identifying the main variables of the research. After that, we explore 
the most relevant studies on AP regarding the institutional dimension and develop an 
additional analytical diagram that interprets the concepts studied herein. Finally, we 
conclude by summarising the main contributions of this work and outlining emerging 
issues for further research in the field.

REVIEW METHOD

Following the structure of a systematic review (Gough et al, 2012; Suri, 2013; Pickering 
& Byrne, 2014; Yang et al., 2017), this paper aims to choose the most relevant existing 
literature by conducting a transparent and replicable process. We started from the 
premise that literature on AP spans multiple disciplines and empirical approaches. A 
diverse body of knowledge entails the challenge of apprehending the breadth of the 
most important contributions as well as summarising the insights and main discoveries 
across various scientific domains. A systematic review of the literature involves a process 
of construction and selection in which the initial aims of the review, the selection 
criteria applied, and the conclusions reached must be made explicit (Suri, 2013; Yang et 
al., 2017). In this literature review process, two different methodological strategies can 
be applied (Gough et al, 2012): on the one hand, the aggregative strategy, in which the 
inclusion criterion is established a priori and aims to be as exhaustive as possible to 
reduce selection biases; on the other hand, the reviews based on a more configurative 
search and selection strategies conducted to exploring and finding patterns or relevant 
conclusions in the literature on a specific topic. This paper combines both strategies by 
following six steps (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Methodology: systematic literature review
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As a first step, our systematic review begins by outlining the main research questions 
of our work. In this respect, questions such as “How can AP be distinguished from other 
kinds of polarisation?”, “Which are the determinants/sources of AP?”, and “How does 
AP affect political decisions?” formed the basis for the selection of the literature for 
inclusion in our database. 

In a second step, a list of descriptors thereupon was considered in order to identify 
related articles that included any of the chosen terminologies in the title, abstract, or 
keywords. In this respect, multiple searches were carried out using terms such as “affective 
polarisation”, “partisanship”, “partisans”, “out-partisans”, “affection and politics”, and 
“multiparty system”. Due to the aforementioned multidisciplinary approach of this topic, 
a search for full publications was made principally in areas such as Sociology, Political 
Science, Psychology, Economics and Communication. As shown in Figure 1, identical 
searches were conducted in six databases with broad coverage: ISI Web of Science (WOS), 
Scopus, EBSCO, PsycINFO, Annual Reviews, and JSTOR. 

On the basis of the results obtained, the selection criteria were outlined as follows: 
(1) The literature included in this first round had to come from an academic journal, be 
published in the press, or be part of a book chapter. (2) The selected cases had to be 
connected to AP, the determinants, sources, and consequences of AP. Moreover, the full 
text had to be published in the period 1970-2022, since the study of animosity becomes 
significant in the nineteen seventies (Brody & Page, 1973; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). (3) The 
publications had to be written in English, French or Spanish. 

In the third step, the procedure was applied, and searches were conducted on title/
abstract/keywords to enable a replication of the search procedures in all databases. The 
search and selection of the work by applying the inclusion-exclusion criteria were carried 
out by two people independently, in an effort to ensure precision in the process. This 
procedure provided information of 98 papers (see Step 3 in Figure 3). 

The fourth step consisted of capturing the literature that was relevant to our 
research interest. The selected criteria were further refined and the number of selected 
papers in this stage (N’) was reduced to 81. In the fifth step, these 81 papers were then 
classified into three groups related to the following issues: (1) individual dimension of 
AP; (2) institutional dimension of AP; and (3) papers that were linked to the topic of this 
review but did not explicitly analyse issues relating to the individual and institutional 
dimension of AP (Gough et al, 2012). Hence, although this third group was not part of the 
systematic review, these papers contributed towards delving into the issue at hand and, 
consequently, they have been referenced in Figure 1. Accordingly, the spectrum of the 
literature review is based on the first two aforementioned groups, which together hold 
a total number of 64 articles (N’’=64). Compiling and interpreting the existing literature 
thereon reveals a growing interest in the topic over the last decade (see Figure 2).

Furthermore, Table 1 categorises the selected papers (N’’=64) on key elements such as 
the dimensions of AP and the methodologies employed for their analyses. Table 1 allows 
us to codify and synthesise the literature presented in the next two sections, which 
correspond to the body of this article. Surprisingly, 50% of the selected papers refer to the 
institutional dimension of AP, as well as in the case of the individual dimension of AP, with 
50% of the total of publications. Regarding the methodology used in the selection, the 
most common is the combination of theory and empirical techniques (mixed methods). 
This is followed by empirical articles and conceptual papers.

Finally, in the sixth step, in line with the review methodology that integrates both 
strategies (Suri, 2013), we used mainly a synthesis and report approach, in which the 
key findings of the target papers were analysed and a figure for each determinant was 
created to aid in the understanding of interrelations in the studies. The literature is 
interpreted and discussed, but not from conducting any quantitative meta-analysis of 
numerical results found in the empirical evidence since this would be impossible due to 
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the differences in the issues addressed, in the data sources used, and the methodological 
approaches employed in the literature (Suri, 2013). 

Regarding the process of creation of the figures, Nicol & Pexman (2003) and Rougier 
et al. (2014) present a clear way to design effective figures for systematic review papers 
through the interpretation and discussion of the results. In this paper, Figures 3 and 
4 aim to synthesise and interpret the individual and institutional dimensions of AP, 
respectively. Figure 3 describes a circuit to highlight the effects of AP on individual 
vote decisions. To this end, different tones of grey have been employed to create 
visual contrast while simultaneously maintaining the simplicity of the figures (Nicol 
& Pexman, 2003). The black-line circuit represents how AP fuels animosity among 
individuals in contrast to an idealistic scenario in which voters are not polarised in 
an affective sense. Figure 4 presents the different ways to conceive AP in multiparty 
systems, for which pie charts have been utilised in which the hypothetical parties have 
obtained different shares in the elections. The relationship between them allows us 
to represent the various channels through which AP is transmitted. In Figure 4, various 
colours represent the electoral scope and a legend has been created that summarises 
the different transmission channels of AP. Each transmission channel is represented by 
a different type of arrow.

Figure 2. Publications on AP in Scopus and Wos between 2012 and 2022
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Table 1. Dimension of AP and methodology used in the selected articles (N’’=64).
Strands of literature on dimensions of AP Number of articles

Individual dimension of AP 32

Institutional dimension of AP 32

Methodology Number of articles

Conceptual 12

Mixed methods 33

Empirical 19

INDIVIDUAL DIMENSION OF AFFECTIVE POLARISATION1

The analysis of the studies focused on the individual dimension of AP outlines two 
main topics. On one hand, there is the conception that individuals have of the political 
elites and their interaction with the citizens during electoral campaigns. In this respect, 

1	 Table A.1. in the Appendix compiles and summarises the main contributions used in this epigraph.



Romero-Martín et al.

7
RES n.º 33 (1) (2024) a206. pp. 1-27. ISSN: 1578-2824

elements such as campaign tone and content constitute crucial factors when studying 
AP (Sood & Iyengar, 2016). On the other hand, the second main topic relates to the 
psychological elements of affective evaluations and, consequently, the different voters’ 
profiles that can be observed (Lelkes & Westwood, 2017). Although certain authors argue 
that AP alters neither political choices nor mutual respect (Broockman et al., 2022), there 
is strong empirical evidence of the role that social diversity and individual idiosyncrasy 
play when analysing the effects of AP on political behaviour (Reiljan, 2020; Ondercin & 
Lizotte, 2021). Furthermore, as outlined below, this factor entails significant consequences 
in terms of respectful coexistence and of political fruitfulness (Druckman et al., 2022).

Political elites, hate speech, and negative campaigning

When it comes to explaining the rise of AP in contemporary politics, the negative 
connotation that voters give to other parties’ elites is considered a major factor (Druckman 
& Levendusky, 2019). According to Fiorina (2017), AP is partially explained by how 
citizens regard the behaviour of certain politicians with displeasure and feel deficiently 
represented by them. Hetjerington & Rudolph (2015) go further and indicate that the 
identification of parties with elites undermines governments’ credibility since people do 
not talk about ideas or political reforms but about leaders. In this respect, Levendusky 
& Malhotra (2016) and Padró-Solanet & Balcells (2022) indicate that individuals who 
watch political debates on television usually report feelings such as anger, sadness, and 
hopelessness when they listen to leaders from other parties they would never vote for. 
Furthermore, Mason (2013) supports the idea that this rejection of the political elites’ 
practices towards other parties and their empty words constitute some of the main 
causes of the rise of uncivil discourse regarding out-partisans. 

When analysing the elite’s political discourse, animosity has undoubtedly become a 
key point in political campaigns and ideas have been put on the back burner (Lelkes & 
Westwood, 2017). According to Fowler et al. (2016) and Rodríguez et al. (2022), we now live 
in ‘the era of the negative campaigning’, whereby political opponents are portrayed as 
the opposite of what the country, region, city or town needs, no matter the content of the 
speech. In this respect, Berry & Sobieraj (2014) depict a society that treats out-partisans 
as if they were Nazis, and explain how animosity towards political dissidence plays a 
central role in contemporary political campaigns. 

According to Iyengar et al. (2012), territories that are less exposed to political 
campaigning are less polarised in an affective sense. Furthermore, citizens seem to be 
more polarised when political campaigns finish in comparison to when they start (Sood 
& Iyengar, 2016). However, this statement is not shared by Ridout et al. (2018) nor by 
Hernández et al. (2021), who study the correlation between animosity in the United 
States’ campaign for the presidential elections in 2014 and people’s exposure to political 
advertising. They found that there is a negative correlation between these two variables. 
Moreover, Fowler et al. (2016), Benkler et al. (2018), and Madariaga & Riera (2022) highlight 
the importance of campaign tone and campaign content when it comes to determining 
the relationship between AP and people’s exposure to negative campaigning. 

Affective evaluations and the voters’ profile

According to Brody & Page (1973), Tajfel & Turner (1979), and Miller et al. (1986), 
affective evaluations are much more subjective than are voting decisions. While in the 
second case, individuals support one politician over another, in affective evaluations 
people tend to choose one candidate in rejection of the other. In order words, people 
do not decide their vote after reading the electoral programs, but as an impulsive 
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response to the options they detest, no matter whether what they have chosen actually 
represents their particular interests. This irrationality in vote decisions has been widely 
studied from the perspective of the Theory of Public Choice as a failure of this branch 
of Economics (Pressman, 2004). Although there are empirical studies that prove that AP 
increases political turnout, not every voter responds in the same way to a rise in AP. 
Hence, the study of the voters’ profile seems to be relevant when analysing the effects of 
AP in a holistic way.

In this respect, Rogowski & Sutherland (2016) and Serani (2022) state that high levels 
of political engagement create positive externalities in the community. This fact is also 
linked to the rise of animosity among individuals. In relation to this issue, Sniderman 
& Stiglitz (2012) consider that extreme affective engagement to a particular political 
option can blind people’s loyalty to individual leaders and parties, thereby making them 
ideologically biased and eroding social debate with the rest of the political options 
(Kingzette et al., 2021).

The existing literature also identifies a self-identified independent group of voters 
(Klar & Krupnikov, 2016). This group is not ideologically neutral, since it votes according to 
its own preferences. However, voters who self-identify as ‘independents’ are more likely 
to change their vote in comparison to voters showing high levels of political engagement 
(Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012). Although a number of authors believe that the self-identified 
independent group of voters shows higher levels of rationality in comparison to those 
who experience intense engagement towards a specific party (Klar, 2013), the central 
finding relating to this group is that they tend to disconnect from politics when they 
perceive a highly polarised environment (Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012). This disconnection 
leads to new approaches and perspectives when analysing the channels of AP from an 
individual perspective (Rodon, 2022). Finally, the trend of political inaction of this group 
of voters could explain why many centre-left and centre-right parties have lost strength 
in countries that are highly polarised in an affective sense (Reiljan, 2020). 

A holistic interpretation of affective polarisation from the individual 
dimension

Following Nicol & Pexman (2003) and Rougier et al. (2014), Figure 3 presents a diagram 
that synthesises and interprets the existing academic literature on the individual 
dimension of AP. By compiling the aforementioned ideas, Figure 3 shows how AP is 
incrementally fuelled in a vicious cycle by the interaction between political elites and 
individuals. Firstly, political elites use AP in their speeches for electoral purposes (black 
line in Figure 3). Although they may achieve this goal, citizens reject politicians’ behaviour 
since these citizens value other non-existent elements in such speeches, such as fruitful 
policy programs and the search for peaceful coexistence (white line in Figure 3). The lack 
of mention of these elements increases politicians’ bad reputations (Hetjerington & 
Rudolph, 2015). 

Secondly, AP has a second-round effect depending on the type of individual 
(Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012; Klar & Krupnikov, 2016). On one hand, in the case of self-
identified independent voters, AP disengages and disconnects them from political elites 
and public affairs. This contributes towards increasing their disappointment in regard to 
political elites’ behaviour. On the other hand, for individuals who experience high levels 
of political engagement, the impact of AP is translated into biased arguments, hate 
towards out-partisans and the exaltation of their leader, who is hardly ever questioned 
(Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012). This scenario inevitably generates an opportunity cost (i.e., 
an efficient representative democracy system, in which politicians’ decisions are nurtured 
by people’s feedback), which is ideally depicted by the white line circuit in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Individual dimension of affective polarisation
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As mentioned in Brody & Page (1973) and Miller et al. (1986), each political decision 
entails a personal bias for individuals, and hence both the black line and the white 
line are processed by each person for which their background, personality, culture, 
etc. Furthermore, while the upper part of the circuit can be interpreted as the input 
that individuals receive from politicians (using political discourse and campaigning 
as the main tools), the lower part of the figure depicts individuals’ reactions which 
are considered inputs that political elites should bear in mind for their speeches2 and 
actions. Since heterogeneous voters are considered here, the idiosyncrasy of each 
individual (highly engaged with politics vs. self-identified independent voter), their 
personal bias, and the individual decisions they make regarding how they process 
political speeches will affect their levels of AP (Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012; Klar, 2013; Klar 
& Krupnikov, 2016). At the same time, politicians can choose which part of the feedback 
received is included in their political speech and policies, thereby contributing more or 
less towards increasing AP.

Finally, both lines represent a different way of conceiving politics and public 
leadership: on one hand, politicians can pursue a myopic strategy (Brown & Lewis, 1981), 
focusing on polarising society in an affective sense (black line) as a way to achieve their 
own short-term objectives (i.e., maximise their electoral credit). This decision leads to 
an incremental vicious circle of AP in which, although politicians can gain votes from 
their political opponents by confronting individuals before the election day, they find it 
difficult to achieve broad parliamentary consensus after the elections since they have 
depicted out-partisans as enemies. This factor leads to unproductive legislatures in 
which the introduction of long-term policies that need a broad parliamentary consensus 
(state pacts) are postponed or cancelled due to the use of animosity as a political tool. 

However, politicians can also choose to reduce AP (as represented by the white 
line in Figure 3), by adapting their speeches to address a wider scope of citizens. They 
can also put their efforts into the identification of the main contemporary socio-
economic challenges and promote a consensus-building culture capable of designing 
and implementing the appropriate policies in order to tackle the aforementioned 
stakes (Dias & Lelkes, 2022; Santoro & Broockman, 2022). In the individuals’ case, only 
the decisions represented by the white line allow them to achieve their personal and 
collective interests, since it has been proved that, with high levels of AP, people cannot 
pursue their personal motivations, even when they believe that they are being loyal 
to their principles (Pressman, 2004). In this respect, Clark (2023) indicates that civic 
education experiences, such as community service and pedagogy classrooms, play a 
crucial role when explaining citizens’ attitudes towards the aforementioned inputs.

INSTITUTIONAL DIMENSION OF AFFECTIVE POLARISATION3

The institutional dimension of AP is related to the dynamics of political parties. This 
section needs to be understood as a complementary approach to the individual dimension 
of AP, in that it completes the picture of how AP is boosted and transmitted. As shown 
below, political parties are crucial actors in the construction process of individual identity. 
In fact, the confrontation of identities and sensibilities by political parties seems to explain 
the rise of animosity, even more than do ideological differences on socio-economic issues 
(Dinas, 2014). It is shown below how the atomisation of the political spectrum leads to a 
situation in which conflict and the lack of dialogue among political groups prevail over 
political consensus, which leads to a situation of institutional deadlock. 

2	 In other words, people’s outputs can also contribute towards increasing affective polarisation since they might be interpreted by 
political elites as an approach to their preferences.

3	 Table A.2. in the Appendix compiles and summarises the main contributions used in this epigraph.
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Identities and parties: the complexity of a multiparty system

When studying how people choose their political candidates, parties have always 
been a crucial actor to consider, since they provide a common ideological umbrella 
under which partisans hold a strong in-group affection (Greene, 1999; Huddy, 2001; 
Johnston, 2006). There is a wide range of academic literature on the role of parties and 
the consolidation of individual social identity (Bankert et al., 2016; Kalin & Sambanis, 
2018). It is commonly believed that partisan ties are normally defined during early 
adulthood (Huddy, 2001). If these ties remain constant over life, they sometimes lead to 
stable electoral decisions and stable political opponents (Niemi & Jennings, 1991; Dinas, 
2014). While the study of political outgroups is not new (Greene, 1999; Dalton et al., 2000; 
Brewer, 2001), current studies highlight the importance of revisiting the trends of in-
group and out-group polarisation in this new multiparty scenario (Iyengar et al., 2012; 
Iyengar et al., 2019; Wagner, 2021; Harteveld, 2021; Knudsen, 2021; Torcal & Carty, 2022).

According to Renström et al. (2021), AP demonstrates clear links to social identity 
divisions rather than to disagreements on the policies defended by the different 
parties. Confrontation based on identities is commonly fuelled by parties in order to 
gain votes as they need to self-differentiate from the rest of the political options that 
compete for the same political space (Stephan & Stephan, 2017). In a context of political 
atomisation therefore, AP is linked to the aforementioned identity conflict, which can 
be understood in a broader differentiation strategy with a view to maximising votes 
by opposing sensibilities (Miller, 2020). All in all, the rise of party competition due to 
multiparty systems tends to promote social confrontation instead of confronting ideas 
as a way to obtain electoral credit. This differentiation strategy consists of indicating 
‘the bad ones’ (out-partisans) in contrast to ‘the good ones’ (partisans) (Kekkonen et al., 
2022). This idea connects to the individual dimension of AP, in which political speech is 
regarded as a tool to fuel animosity among individuals.

The connection between animosity and the irruption of multiparty systems has been 
extensively documented in the United States, but it can also be extrapolated to other 
socio-economic situations. In fact, recent research has proven the existence of a relevant 
connection between the irruption of multiparty systems and interparty hostility in a 
wide variety of contexts (Westwood et al., 2018; Ward & Tavits, 2019; Helbling & Jungkunz, 
2020; Gidron et al., 2020; Miller, 2020; Reiljan, 2020; Boxell et al., 2022; Kawecki, 2022; 
Torcal & Comellas, 2022). 

One of the main contributors to the task of understanding AP from a multiparty 
approach is Wagner (2021), who indicates that, while measuring AP in a two-party 
system is relatively manageable, the act of assuming the challenge of measuring 
AP in a multiparty system is much complex due to the number of variables, actors, 
relationships, and effects that need to be considered. Consequently, there is a clear 
need for the provision of more theoretical and empirical work on the rise of AP in 
multiparty systems (Medeiros & Noël, 2014; Abramowitz & Webster, 2016; Mayer, 2017; 
Kekkonen & Ylä-Anttila, 2021; Kekkonen et al., 2022). In this respect, one aspect that 
notably changes when moving from a two-party system to a multiparty system is that 
of partisan ties and the relationship with political outgroups. While in a two-party 
system it is relatively easy to identify negative and positive partisanship, affection 
and animosity vary when there are more than just two political options (Medeiros & 
Noël, 2014; Abramowitz & Webster, 2016). In fact, questions such as how many parties 
are disliked or how much rejection they produce are pertinent and necessary in a 
multiparty system (Klar et al., 2018).

In order to simplify the complexity that entails an AP analysis in a multiparty scenario, 
Wagner (2021) identifies two types of theoretical approaches. The first approach consists 
of aggregating the various political alternatives into the two classical blocs. On one 



Individual and institutional dimensions of affective polarisation: A proposal for an analytical 
framework

12
RES n.º 33 (1) (2024) a206. pp. 1-27. ISSN: 1578-2824

hand, all right-wing parties would be grouped into one bloc. On the other hand, left-
wing parties would be bundled into a second bloc. Thus, AP could be addressed from a 
classical point of view. Nevertheless, the act of grouping parties into ideological blocs 
oversimplifies the situation, and apparently reduces the explanatory potential of AP. For 
example, it makes it impossible to identify all degrees of AP that exist for each group of 
partisans (Garry, 2007). Furthermore, certain aspects, such as the size of the party, really 
do matter when determining the degree of AP among partisans in a multiparty system. 
Lastly, if individuals hold negative feelings towards a large competitor, then society 
becomes more polarised in an affective sense than when these individuals do not like 
a minor option: another fact that cannot be studied from this approach (Wagner, 2021). 

Considering all the aforementioned ideas, AP in multiparty systems from a voter’s 
perspective could apparently be the most accurate option —this being the second 
approach proposed by Wagner (2021)—. In this respect, Maggiotto & Piereson (1977) 
show how partisans tend to hold negative views of other parties but also of the voters 
of other parties. When Curini & Hino (2012) depict a society in which larger political 
parties are more dissident in an affective sense than the smaller parties, then it is 
implicitly assumed that big coalitions are barely plausible. This latter consideration 
could encourage a return to the aggregated conception of a multiparty system, in which 
there are two immobile political blocs that are the result of the aggregation of different 
parties with a shared ideological basis (Wagner, 2021). 

A holistic interpretation of affective polarisation from the institutional 
dimension

Given the aforementioned explanation, Figure 4 resumes and interprets the existing 
literature grouped in the institutional dimension of AP (Nicol & Pexman, 2003; Rougier 
et al., 2014). It highlights the advantages and weaknesses of the aggregated and the 
individual approaches when analysing AP in a multiparty scenario. In this figure, three 
pie charts (A, B.1, and B.2) are presented. The three depict the political spectrum of any 
territory at any level (national, regional, and local). Pie chart A describes the circuit of 
AP in a two-party system4. As already stated, positive partisanship is deduced from the 
emotional relationships and the sense of community created among partisans (green 
arrows). Furthermore, the outgroup affection of each party (partisans’ disaffection 
towards other political options) is depicted by the black arrows. However, today’s political 
situation is characterised by the emergence of multiple political groups (Wagner, 2021), 
and this obliges us to redefine the sources and effects of AP. 

In this respect, pie chart B.1 represents how a multiparty scenario can be conceived 
as a two-party system (Wagner, 2021). The methodology consists of interpreting the right-
wing and the left-wing ideological spectrum as the only two parties. This situation is 
depicted by the expressions ∑i=1

n
 wi

R Pi
R and ∑i=1

m  wi
L Pi

L , in which Pi
R represents one particular 

party from the right-wing bloc, Pi
L depicts one particular party from the left-wing bloc, 

wi
R denotes the weight of the right-wing party i in the right-wing bloc, and wi

L denotes the 
weight of the left-wing party i in the right-wing bloc. Moreover, n and m correspond to the 
number of parties that coexist in the right-wing bloc and the left-wing bloc, respectively. 
However, this approach shows several limitations as explained in Maggiotto & Piereson 
(1977), Garry (2007), Curini & Hino (2012), Medeiros & Noël (2014), Abramowitz & Webster 
(2016), Mayer (2017), Klar et al. (2018), and Wagner (2021). This provides the justification of 
the partisans’ approach, whose main conclusions are outlined in pie chart B.2. 

4	 The weights of the parties in Figure 4 are just mere examples. They do not correspond to any reality in particular.
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Figure 4. Institutional dimension of affective polarisation
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A multiparty system conceived from the partisans’ approach focuses more on 
individuals’ dynamics instead of on the parties themselves (Wagner, 2021). This approach 
allows us to identify various circuits of AP as well as different intensities of this concept. 
As can be observed, starting from far-right partisans, there is, on the one hand, an AP 
channel (black circuit), which corresponds to the ideological distance existing between 
the far-right party and all the other political options. The arrows become broader as 
ideologies become more distant from the far-right group of voters (i.e., AP increases as 
political options are less similar) (Garry, 2007). Furthermore, not only is this source of AP 
directed towards parties, but also towards out-partisans (Maggiotto & Piereson, 1977). 

On the other hand, there is another source of AP which is related to being a ‘large 
competitor’ (Wagner, 2021). In the hypothetical scenario depicted in Figure 4, only the 
far-right party and the centre-left party would be defined as large competitors, since 
they embody the greatest number of partisans of each semicircle (right side and left side, 
respectively). These parties are represented by PLarge competitor

R  and PLarge competitor
L . There would 

therefore be an extra source of AP in these two cases. Finally, there is an extra source 
of AP that comes from the disaffection towards the whole opposite ideological scope 
(represented by the double-headed arrow over pie chart B.2). One consequence of the 
atomisation of the political spectrum is often the emergence of minority governments. In 
this context, pacts are usually signed with the closest competitor in an affective sense, 
and hence political decisions are interpreted as a result of the interaction of the bloc 
(Kekkonen et al., 2022). 

In terms of positive partisanship, intra-positive affection is found (such as in pie charts 
A and B.1), but there is also a positive recognition of out-partisans who are close to each 
ideology (this fact is represented by the green arrow that connects the far-right party to 
the centre-right party). Finally, the yellow arrows that create a loop between chart B.1 
and chart B.2 represent the idea that, although the partisans’ approach distinguishes 
different channels through AP is fuelled, parties operate in reality as if they constituted 
two blocs, making consensus almost impossible between parties of the right-wing and 
the left-wing blocs. All in all, pie charts B.1 and B.2 represent complementary approaches 
as both depict relevant aspects of the current political unfruitfulness. Finally, the 
aforementioned party dynamics render state pacts difficult objectives to achieve due to 
the fact that they need an ample parliamentary consensus that often exceeds the size of 
the left-wing or the right-wing bloc, even in a context of an absolute majority (Curini & 
Hino, 2012). Consequently, politics becomes a puzzle of supports focused on short-term 
interests and state pacts are commonly delayed.

CONCLUDING REMARKS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

By having followed a systematic review methodology, two key dimensions of affective 
polarisation can be identified: the first being, people’s disaffection with political elites 
and the effect of the political discourse in the rise of animosity (individual dimension of 
affective polarisation). Secondly, there is the irruption of multiparty systems (institutional 
dimension of affective polarisation). Referring to the individual dimension, two main 
strands can be highlighted: on one hand, how political elites’ bad reputation is partially 
fuelled by hate speech and negative campaigning; on the other hand, the importance of 
evaluating the voters’ profile and people’s degree of political engagement. In this respect, 
for individuals with elevated levels of political engagement, the confrontational speeches 
of the political elites lead to intolerance and radicalisation, whereas in the case of those 
with low levels of political engagement, the same exposure leads to disconnection from 
political activity and to a deterioration of the politicians’ reputations. 

As mentioned above, the institutional dimension of affective polarisation is linked to the 
atomisation of the political spectrum into various political options. A multiparty scenario 
renders the analysis of affective polarisation more complex in comparison to a simpler two-
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party situation. The rise of animosity in this new multiparty scenario can be studied from 
a double perspective: on one hand, parties can be grouped according to their ideologies, 
conceiving those who compete for the same electoral spectrum as members of the same bloc 
(classical aggregation); while on the other hand, affective polarisation in multiparty realities 
can be studied from the micro-level perspective (partisans’ approach). In this latter case, 
animosity can be explained through different channels. The first cause is that of ideological 
distance. The second is linked to the identification of a large competitor, since partisans 
tend to regard the largest party of the opposing ideological scope as the leading competitor. 
Finally, there is an extra source of animosity due to being part of the opposing ideological bloc. 
Literature on affective polarisation highlights that, while the partisans’ approach enables a 
deeper analysis of the channels of transmission of animosity in a multiparty system, classical 
aggregation into blocs continues making sense as certain party dynamics lead to political 
unfruitfulness and a clear division between “the right” and “the left”. 

The latter idea is connected to the statement that affective polarisation erodes 
consensus and social cohesion, thereby blocking urgent state pacts in fields such as 
education (Novella-García & Cloquell-Lozano, 2022), the long-term stability of the social 
security system (Imrohoroǧlu & Kitao, 2012), and climate change (Giurca et al., 2022). 
Affective polarisation also promotes superficial and weak leadership, based on slogans 
rather than on ideas (Torfing & Sørensen, 2019; James, 2021). This in turn fuels affective 
polarisation, and hence an incremental vicious circle of animosity is created.

Another important conclusion of this work is that, while there is an increasing number 
of publications that study the phenomenon of affective polarisation outside the US, further 
theoretical and empirical work should be carried out in order to understand affective 
polarisation from a wider perspective. 

Affective polarisation is also linked to one of the major problems that contemporary 
societies are experiencing: biased information and fake news (Taddeo et al., 2022). 
Regarding this issue, Brundidge (2010) highlights how the use of social media attacks 
deliberative democracy since it increases selective exposure to like-minded content and 
avoids ideologically dissonant news. Hence, not only has the Internet failed to increase 
mutual respect and understanding, but it has also undermined citizens’ tolerance of 
political differences. Issues are currently discussed less and the variety of information 
consumed online is often biased or fake (Yarchi et al., 2021). 

Finally, the current article could be useful to other social scientists, since it contributes 
towards understanding the phenomenon of affective polarisation, shedding light thereon, 
and compiling the existing literature on this topic of ongoing and global concern. In this 
respect, Druckman & Levendusky (2019) indicate the importance of other individual and 
collective identities apart from ideology (such as national, gender, race, and class) as a 
way to soften the negative effects of affective polarisation. Regarding the European case, 
Winkler (2019) studies the link between income inequality and animosity between 2002 
and 2014, and indicates how certain specific economic and social policies can also erode 
social cohesion and contribute towards increasing affective polarisation. Furthermore, 
Druckman et al. (2021), Jungkunz (2021), and Bettarelli & van Haute (2022) describe how 
affective polarisation has increased not only in the United States but also in Europe due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Together, these ideas enable us to state that the literature review 
and analytical framework presented herein can be conceived as a starting point for further 
analyses of the phenomenon of animosity, its multidisciplinary nature, and its social and 
institutional consequences. 
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APPENDIX

Table A.1. Individual dimension of affective polarisation. Review of the literature.

Data Paper (n=32) Context Key element in the 
relationship between 

individuals and political 
elites

Aspect of AP covered in 
the article/How AP is 

presented

CONCEPTUAL 
(n=8)

Brody & Page 
(1973)

US Voters choose a 
politician in rejection of 

the rest

Individual subjective 
decision

Tajfel & 
Turner (1979)

US Voters choose a 
politician in rejection of 

the rest

Individual subjective 
decision

Miller et al. 
(1986)

US Voters choose a 
politician in rejection of 

the rest

Individual subjective 
decision

Klar (2013) US Depending on the 
voter’s engagement 

with politics: 
partisanship vs. self-

identified independents

Consequence of people’s 
involvement in politics

Hetherington 
& Rudolph 

(2015)

US Distrust Consequence of lack of 
credibility and ideas.

Klar & 
Krupnikov 

(2016)

US Depending on the 
voter’s engagement 

with politics: 
partisanship vs. self-

identified independents

Consequence of people’s 
involvement in politics

Levendusky 
& Malhotra 

(2016)

US Principal source: 
debates on TV

Emotional reaction: 
people express feelings 

such as anger and 
hopelessness

Rogowski & 
Sutherland 

(2016)

US People actively engage 
with political parties

AP is not necessarily a 
negative phenomenon 

(it has positive 
externalities)

MIXED 
METHODS 
(n=18)

Iyengar et al. 
(2012)

US Political campaigns Direct consequence of 
campaigning

Sniderman & 
Stiglitz (2012)

US People develop a 
relationship of loyalty 

towards a party/
politician

A consequence of high 
involvement in politics

Mason (2013) US Political speech Consequence of the 
uncivil discourse 

regarding other parties

Berry J. & 
Sobieraj 

(2014)

US Negative campaigning Out-partisans = Nazis
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Table A.1. Individual dimension of affective polarisation. Review of the literature (Continued).

MIXED 
METHODS 
(n=18)

Fowler et al. 
(2016)

US Negative campaigning Result of depicting the 
political opponent as the 
opposite of what people 

need

Sood & 
Iyengar (2016)

US Political campaigns A direct consequence of 
campaigning

Fiorina (2017) US There is no connection 
between them

A consequence of deficient 
representation and 

inadequate behaviour of 
the political class

Lelkes & 
Westwood 

(2017)

US Hate speech Consequence of partisan 
hostility

Benkler et al. 
(2018)

US Negative campaigning Campaign tone and 
content (discourse)

Ridout et al. 
(2018)

US People actively engage 
with political parties

It is unclear whether 
political campaigns are a 
polariser of society in an 

affective sense

Druckman & 
Levendusky 

(2019)

US There is no connection 
between them

A consequence of people’s 
disconnection from 

political elites

Hernández et 
al. (2021)

42 countries People actively engage 
with political parties

It is unclear whether 
political campaigns are 
an affective polariser of 

society

Kingzette et 
al. (2021)

US Political elites 
contribute towards 
the politicisation of 
democratic norms

AP erodes democracy, 
consensus-building, and 

social cohesion

Dias & Lelkes 
(2022)

US Politicians represent 
the scope of policy 

options

Policy preferences drive 
interpersonal affection

Garmedia & 
Riera (2022)

Spain Negative campaigning Radical parties contribute 
towards the polarisation 

of voters’ positions

Padró-
Solanet & 

Balcells (2022)

Spain Media diet diversity Media diet diversity 
can further exacerbate 

polarisation

Rodon (2022) Spain Politicised partisan 
identities

AP does not occur along a 
single partisan identity

Serani (2022) Spain In-group like and out-
group hate sentiments

Both in-group like 
and out-group hate 
sentiments increase 

people’s propensity to 
vote. However, the effects 

of the latter are more 
accentuated.
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Table A.1. Individual dimension of affective polarisation. Review of the literature (Continued).

EMPIRICAL 
(n=6)

Ondercin & 
Lizotte (2021)

US Political speech Topics treated in political 
speeches constitute a 

polariser in an affective 
sense depending on the 

gender of the voter

Broockman et 
al. (2022)

US Polarising speeches do 
not necessarily change 

political behaviour

AP does not undermine 
democratic norms and 

accountability

Druckman et 
al. (2022)

US Partisans use 
stereotypes when 
referring to out-

partisans and 
politicians from other 

ideologies

AP is underestimated

Harteveld & 
Wagner (2022)

Germany, 
Spain, 

and The 
Netherlands

People actively engage 
in politics

AP boosts political 
turnout

Rodríguez et 
al. (2022)

Spain Elections and political 
campaigns

Differences in sentiments 
towards in-group and 
out-group members 

increase with elections

Santoro & 
Broockman 

(2022)

US Political speech Political speeches raise 
AP

Table A.2. Institutional dimension of affective polarisation. Review of the literature.

Data Paper (n=32) Context Approach How AP is presented/Role of 
affective polarisation

CONCEPTUAL 
(n=4)

Greene (1999) US Two-party 
system

Natural consequence of in-group 
affection

Brewer (2001) US Two-party 
system

Natural consequence of in-group 
affection

Huddy (2001) US Two-party 
system

Natural consequence of in-group 
affection

Johnston 
(2006)

US Two-party 
system

Natural consequence of in-group 
affection rooted during early 

adulthood

MIXED 
METHODS 
(n=15)

Maggiotto 
& Piereson 

(1977)

US Two-party 
system

Partisans hold negative views of 
other parties but also of their 

voters

Niemi & 
Jennings 

(1991)

US Two-party 
system

Partisan ties are stable and lead 
to stable electoral decisions and 

stable animosity

Garry (2007) US Multiparty 
system

Party identification is more 
complex in a multiparty reality
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Table A.2. Institutional dimension of affective polarisation. Review of the literature (Continued).

MIXED 
METHODS 
(n=15)

Dinas (2014) US Two-party 
system

Natural consequence of in-group 
affection. It does not lead to 

political instability

Abramowitz 
& Webster 

(2016)

US Multiparty 
system

No univocal conclusion. Need to 
provide more theoretical work

Stephan & 
Stephan 

(2017)

US Multiparty 
system

Social identity divisions caused by 
affective polarisation are used by 

parties to gain votes

Klar et al. 
(2018)

US Multiparty 
system

No univocal conclusion. Need to 
provide more theoretical work

Ward & Tavits 
(2019)

34 western 
countries

Multiparty 
system

No univocal conclusion. Need to 
provide more theoretical work

Gidron et al. 
(2020)

US Multiparty 
system

Economic conditions soften/fuel AP

Helbling & 
Jungkunz 

(2020)

Western 
Europe

Multiparty 
system

Affective polarisation rises in 
multiparty realities. It conditions 

the perception of politics and 
citizens’ behaviour

Reiljan (2020) Europe Multiparty 
system

Affective polarisation rises in 
multiparty realities. It conditions 

the perception of politics and 
citizens’ behaviour

Kekkonen & 
Ylä-Anttila 

(2021)

Finland Multiparty 
system

‘Affective blocs’ are relevant 
when evaluating animosity in a 

multiparty system

Renström et 
al. (2021)

US Multiparty 
system

Affective polarisation is transferred 
to social divisions rather than to 

disagreements among parties and 
about policies

Kawecki 
(2022)

Finland Multiparty 
system

Animosity and multiparty systems 
have arrived even in countries 

where there is a consensus-like 
political culture

Torcal & 
Comellas 

(2022)

Spain Multiparty 
system

Multiparty systems are an 
explanatory variable for the current 

rise of affective polarisation

EMPIRICAL 
(n=13)

Curini & Hino 
(2012)

33 countries Multiparty 
system

No univocal conclusion. Need to 
provide more theoretical work. 
Partisans tend to hold negative 

views of other parties, but also of 
their voters

Iyengar et al. 
(2012)

US and UK Multiparty 
system

Political pluralism contributes 
towards increasing affective 

polarisation

Medeiros & 
Noël (2014)

US, Australia, 
Canada, and 
New Zealand

Multiparty 
system

There is no univocal conclusion 
when analysing the relationship 
between multiparty systems and 

affective polarisation
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Table A.2. Institutional dimension of affective polarisation. Review of the literature (Continued).

EMPIRICAL 
(n=13)

Mayer (2017) 17 European 
countries

Multiparty 
system

Affective polarisation rises in 
multiparty realities. It conditions 

the perception of politics and 
citizens’ behaviour

Westwood et 
al. (2018)

UK, US, Belgium, 
and Spain

Multiparty 
system

Multiparty systems are an 
explanatory variable for 

the current rise of affective 
polarisation

Iyengar et al. 
(2019)

US Multiparty 
system

Political pluralism contributes 
towards increasing affective 

polarisation

Miller (2020) Spain Multiparty 
system

Confrontation based on 
identities

Harteveld 
(2021)

The Netherlands Multiparty 
system

Affective polarisation rises in 
multiparty realities. It conditions 

the perception of politics and 
citizens’ behaviour

Knudsen 
(2021)

US and Norway Multiparty 
system

Affective polarisation rises in 
multiparty realities. It conditions 

the perception of politics and 
citizens’ behaviour

Wagner 
(2021)

51 countries Multiparty 
system

Affective polarisation rises in 
multiparty realities. It conditions 

the perception of politics and 
citizens’ behaviour

Boxell et al. 
(2022)

Switzerland, 
France, Denmark, 

Canada, New 
Zealand,  Japan, 

Australia, UK, 
Norway, Sweden, 

and (West) 
Germany

Multiparty 
system

While there is an exponential 
rise of affective polarisation 

in certain multiparty systems, 
the opposite has happened in 
other countries that have also 

experienced atomisation of the 
political spectre

Kekkonen et 
al. (2022)

Finland Multiparty 
system

Animosity and multiparty 
systems have arrived even 

in countries where there is a 
consensus-like political culture. 

Need to provide more theoretical 
work

Torcal and 
Carty (2022)

Spain Multiparty 
system

In multiparty realities, it is 
crucial to use different measures 

of AP, since in-group and out-
group polarisation have distinct 

effects on political trust
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